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REPORT ON THE FOOD HABITS OF CITELLUS TRI-

DECEMLINEATUS TRIDECEMLINEATUS

F. L.

(MITCHILL)

FITZPATRICK

The study of the food habits of Citellus t. tridecemlineatus was
carried out in 1922 and 1923 as a part of a comprehensive ecological survey of this species. In so far as the study of food habits
was concerned, the principal method of procedure was to collect
the stomachs and identify their contents. To make the work as
complete as possible specimens were collected in widely separated
parts of the state, (Iowa), and at different times of the year.
The stomachs were preserved in individual bottles to prevent
any loss or mixture of their contents, for it was found necessary
to make an incision in the wall of each stomach to admit the preserving fluid and prevent decay, which otherwise proceeded at a
rapid rate. The preserving fluid used was 70% alcohol. In this
manner a total of one hundred and twelve stomachs were preserved, though a few of them were found to be empty and consequently
were of no value in studying this particular phase of the work.
The identification of the stomach contents proved to be a rather
difficult task. This was largely due to the fact that these animals
chew their food before swallowing it. Fortunately, however,
most of the food eaten was of such a nature that it would be
recognizable even after it was broken up into small particles. And
in addition the bulk of the food did not represent a very wide
variety of choice.
Ground squirrels as a group are frequently classed as pests and
it cannot be questioned that certain species are deserving of the
name. However, it does not necessarily follow that because, for
example, Citellus bcecheyi 1 has proven to be undesirable, Citellus
t. tridccc111lineatus, being related to the former, must also be regarded as a pest. As a matter of fact there are a number of
spermophiles in North America concerning whose food habits
very little is known. Yet sweeping generalizations classing ground
squirrels as undesirable elements in the fauna have been made. In
addition, the opinions of many individuals would seem to indicate
that Citellus t. tridecemlineatus is a pest. Most of these opinions
0

l

Note:

Citellus be ?el;c;y•i is undesirable for reasons unrelated to the food habits.
1
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can be regarded with suspicion for the simple reason that they
emphasize only the undesirable factors in the food habits of this
species and make no mention of certain desirable factors that are
known to exist.~
In the following tables the results of the investigation are summarized. Since the food of this species varies considerably during
the interval between May and September a separate tabulation
has been made for each month during that part of the year that
the animals in question are active. The grasshoppers are listed
separately because the fact that they are eaten in such large quantities is of special s;gnificance.
Table showing variation in food during the summer:
MAY JuNE JULY .Aue:
Various insects, some of them noxious .... 50% 29%
Grasshoppers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Grass and white clover. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30% 40%
White clover seed.......................
17%

~~;~ou·s· ~~~~~'. -~~'.~~~. ~.e.e~..s~~~~:::::::: l~~j ~~

Oats .............. · · .. . . .. .. .... ..... ...
Wheat ......................... ·. · · · · · ·
Field mice ............................. .

1%
1% 1

22%
4%
37%
30%

1%

SEPT.

7% - 38% 55%
23% 18%

12%
8%

2%

19%.

14%

1

4%

6%

4%

A tabulation of the percentages of food eaten during the entire
two seasons is as follows :
Grass and white clover ........................ .
Various insects ................................ .
Grasshoppers ................................. .
White clover seed ............................. .
Corn ......................................... .
Various seeds ................................. .
Oats ........................................ .
Field mice ..................................... .
Wheat ....................................... .

29.6%
21.6%
19.4%

11.8%
7.0%
4.6%

3.0%
2.8%
.2%

~~~~~~~~~~~

Now the principal criticism of Citcllus t. tridcccmlincatus has
been in connection with the animals' habit of eating corn. They
dig at the bases of the newly sprouted corn plants and eat the seed
kernels, whereupon the plants die. Depredations of this nature
were apparently more common tliirty years ago than they are today,
as testified to by the writings of some of the earlier observers.
Perhaps this species was more populous at that time. At any rate,
the writer has investigated a number of cases of supposedly serious
depredations in the recent past and in each case the actual damage
2 A parallel could be noted in the case of the native hawks, several innocent species
being very generally condemned by the average indiYidnal because two or three species
attack poultry occasionally.
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fell far short of the injured party's claim. A glance at the tables
above show only 7% of the season's food to be made up of corn,
and the largest part of this ( 4.4%) was consumed in the months
of July, August and September when there could be little serious
effect on the crop.
On the other hand it is worthy of note that 19.4% of the season's
food consisted of grasshoppers. 21.6% was made up of various
insects, many of them noxious larvae. It would appear from the
evidence at hand that Citcllus t. tridccemlineatus acts as an important natural check upon insects that are a known menace to
agriculture.
In conclusion, the following is quoted from a previous paper on
the subject :8
"As intimated in the preceding pages, the spermophiles are not
numerous enough in most localities to destroy any great amount of
young corn. Should they become too populous in a given area it
is a simple matter to reduce their numbers practically overnight.
\Ve may even admit that with the exception of grasshoppers, no discrimination is exercised in the choice of insect foods.
Perhaps equal numbers of beneficial and harmful insects are destroyed. But in any event, if the damage to young corn is not
serious, it is most emphatically desirable to retain this species as
a check upon grasshoppers. For even a 1% increase in the numbers of grasshoppers would mean a very large total loss to cultivated crops each year."
"Man's attempts to disturb the balance in nature have quite
commonly resulted in disaster from an agricultural standpoint,
particularly when he has destroyed some species which acted as
a natural check upon a noxious form. \Ve find an example of
this in the destruction of the Prairie Chicken and the succeeding
increase in the numbers of grasshoppers."
"So long as this species exists in moderate numbers it may be
regarded as a desirable element in the fauna of a given region."
CoE CoLLEGE,
CEDAR RAPIDS,

low A.

a Fitzpatrick, F. L., The Ecology and Economic Status of Citellus tridccemlineatus,
Univ. Ia. Stud1es;vol. 11, no. I, p. 27, 1925.
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